The American Civil War, which took place from 1861 to 1865, was a defining moment in United States history. It was a conflict primarily fought between the northern states, known as the Union, and the southern states, known as the Confederacy. The war had its roots in several complex issues, with the key point of contention being the institution of slavery.

The southern states relied heavily on enslaved labor for their agricultural-based economy, while the northern states had embraced industrialization and sought to abolish slavery. As tensions grew, the election of Abraham Lincoln, an anti-slavery candidate, in 1860, further divided the nation. In response, several southern states seceded from the Union, forming the Confederacy.

The war began in April 1861 when Confederate forces attacked Fort Sumter, a Union-held fortification in South Carolina. This act marked the start of hostilities between the two sides. The conflict quickly escalated, with both sides mobilizing their armies and engaging in major battles across various theaters of war.

The Union possessed superior resources, including a larger population and industrial capacity, while the Confederacy had skilled military leaders and fought on their home territory. The war saw significant bloodshed and destruction as both sides fought fiercely for their respective causes.

Notable battles such as Gettysburg, Antietam, and Vicksburg became turning points in the war, shaping its outcome. The Union eventually gained the upper hand, particularly after President Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, which declared enslaved individuals in Confederate-held territories to be free.

The war ended in April 1865 when Confederate General Robert E. Lee surrendered to Union General Ulysses S. Grant at Appomattox Court House in Virginia. The Union's victory ensured the preservation of the United States as one nation and led to the abolition of slavery throughout the country.

The American Civil War remains the deadliest conflict in U.S. history, with an estimated death toll of over 600,000 soldiers. Its impact on the nation was profound, leading to significant social, political, and economic changes. The war not only settled the question of slavery but also solidified the power of the federal government over the states and set the stage for Reconstruction, a period of rebuilding and reform after the war.

While the Civil War brought an end to legal slavery, it did not immediately eradicate racial discrimination and inequality. The struggle for civil rights would continue for decades, culminating in the Civil Rights Movement of the 20th century. Nevertheless, the legacy of the American Civil War continues to shape the United States to this day.